Abstract -Second (L2) or foreign (FL) language ecommunicators is essential because the non-native speakers of English are unequally distributed across the globe and the populations continue to expand greatly. Likewise, students at the tertiary level should be provided with the opportunity to develop the ability to communicate effectively in English in computermediated communication (CMC) settings. This is especially important for the students whose job may require them to collaboratively work in team across organizational and geographic boundaries around the globe. The current study explores e-communication between engineering students in Malaysia and Liberal Arts students in Japan leading to a project completion by both parties. The students work in small teams exchanging authentic evidence from both countries. Finally, they prepared a short presentation to wrap up their findings. The current study highlights the need for more similar research to understand how communication unfolds in CMC and how it can best be used to promote language learning and intercultural appreciation.
I. INTRODUCTION
In second (L2) or foreign (FL) language learning and development, interaction is one of the key elements to determine its success. In the same vein, several engineering accreditation bodies have also formulated the learning outcomes for the engineering graduates to include effective communication ability [1] . Interaction between the learners of English via computer is even more pervasive because of the growing number of the e-communicators among this group of population made possible by the 24/7 internet connectivity. Researchers discovered that online interaction between the non-native speakers of English (NNS) promoted engagement in the learning and acquisition of the language [2] . Additionally, it was suggested that more research to evaluate the effectiveness of NNS/NNS interaction need to be conducted because it is common for the NNS to interact among themselves than with the native speakers [3] .
In the countries where English is spoken as an L2 of FL, the use of English at the higher learning institutions is somewhat limited and the students typically speak in English among themselves or their lecturers who majority share the same native language. As highlighted earlier, evidences of positive online interaction have been reported. Therefore, students at the tertiary level should be provided with the opportunity to develop the ability to communicate effectively in English and in computer-mediated communication (CMC) settings. This is also important for the students whose job may require them to collaboratively work in team across organizational and geographic boundaries around the globe [4] . In addition, offering such opportunity to the students enables them to experience intercultural communication from home.
II. COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION
Interaction hypothesis [5] posited that in addition to input (or exposure to linguistic information) and output (opportunities for language production), interaction serves as a driving tool in promoting L2/ FL as the interlocutors modify and negotiate for meaning to facilitate comprehension. Various studies have highlighted that language learning and development may take place during NNS/NNS interaction. As a result of the less threatening environment between the NNSs themselves, negotiations of meaning during the interaction are found to be frequent. Researchers also claimed that negotiation of meaning may orient L2/ FL learners' attentional resources to the gap between their L2 knowledge and/ or an L2 area in which they have little or no knowledge about [6] . Hence, NNS/NNS interaction may be beneficial in the process of L2/ FL learning.
The digital age has widen the medium of NNS/NNS interaction via various CMC tools and apps. CMC has been found to create a less stressful environment for the NNS as evident in an increase in the learners' participation during online interaction [7] . It also served as a medium for language and cultural exchange between the NNS [8] . The benefit of NNS/NNS online interaction is also highlighted in the previous study in terms of significant improvement in learners' interlanguage development [9] . Description of the complexity in learner language production during interaction via CMC includes a study on task-based in different implementation conditions [10] .
As described earlier, e-communicators among the NNS are prevalent in today's context and undoubtedly, language use in CMC illustrates a reality of how English is spoken around the world by the NNS. Also, communicating online at work is also a typical trend [11] . In view of this phenomenon, the norms and usage of English by the native speakers of English (NS) may be altered by the NNS, for instance the influence of mother tongue and direct translation [12] . In due course, the current study aims to provide further insights into the need for more empirical research to understand how communication unfolds in CMC and how it can best be used to promote L2/ FL learning and intercultural communication at higher learning institutions.
III. METHODOLOGY

A. Participants
The current study is a part of a larger study exploring ecommunication between NNS/NNS of English in their attempt to complete a project. The participants were the engineering undergraduates at a technical university in Malaysia (n=8) and the liberal arts undergraduates at a comprehensive university in Japan (n=8) and there was an equal number of male and female students. Their age ranged between 20-22 years. The mother tongue of the Malaysian students is Malay while the Japanese students is Japanese. Their English language proficiency is anticipated at CEFR B1 as they had almost similar amount of years in learning English at schools prior to enrolling into the tertiary education.
B. Procedures
The engineering undergraduates in Malaysia were registered in one of the university compulsory English courses called "English for Professional Communication". One of the learning outcomes of the course was for the students to evaluate an organization they might be interested to work at in the future. The evaluations include, but not limited to, the organizational structure, the mission and vision, the branches, the product, the work ethics and the employment requirement. The students first identified the company and searched for related information they could find in the web. In order to complete the task, the students must also look for further, detailed information about the selected company by asking questions exchanging information with the students in Japan.
Meanwhile, the liberal arts undergraduates in Japan were registered in one of the university elective courses called "Independent Study". In the course, the students were required to work among themselves in a small team to conduct a research on any topics which interest them. In addition, they also must research the information required by the Malaysian students and engaged in online communication to exchange relevant information. At the end of the project, they prepared a presentation on the information they gathered.
The students from Malaysia were paired with their counterparts in Japan. There were eight pairs in total. Each partner identified a company they were interested in and they finally chose the following: (1) Nintendo (2) Sony (3) Japan Airlines (4) Panasonic (5) Uniqlo (6) Muji (7) Bridgestone (8) Softbank.
C. Data collection
Students from both countries made use of a few of online tools to complete the task. Prior to performing the task, the students introduced themselves through recording which they uploaded on YouTube. Then there was an ice-breaking session in which they met face-to-face virtually via Skype and provided each other with brief information of their background. Other forms of online tools they used were: (1) padlet to brainstorm ideas and to provide feedback on the activities they performed, (2) CMC via Skype and Zoom to engage in discussion and exchange opinions, (3) Google drive to store information they gathered and to upload the slide they prepared for the final presentation. They interacted and worked with their respective partner throughout the project as scheduled by the lecturers. More often than not, they connected online to complete the project outside class hours. For the purpose of this paper, we report on data collected and analyzed from the recording of the synchronous CMC between each pair during the scheduled class session twice (excluding the ice-breaking session). Each session lasted for approximately two hours. Students' feedback and perceptions gauged from the interview and open-ended questionnaire are also reported to complement the data from the synchronous CMC. Fig. 1 shows the e-communication between the students. 
D. Data analysis
We examined the recording of the synchronous CMC between the students from both countries during the discussion. There are 16 recordings from eight pairs. The recording was transcribed using oTranscribe software based on semi-verbatim 1 transcription. Open coding was employed to code for the general themes emerged from the data [13] prior to classifying them into categories. Three researchers analyzed 20% of the data for inter-rater reliability based on simple agreement. The agreement reached 86% which was sufficient for one researcher to continue with the rest of the data for the finalized categories [14] .
IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The findings reported in this section are the results of pair interaction (Malaysia-Japan) via synchronous CMC. In total, 16 students or eight (8) pairs met online for two sessions for approximately two hours in each session to perform a task described in the methodology section. The gap between the two sessions was about a month. Preliminary findings of this project illustrate two significant trends in synchronous SCMC which are (i) language learning skill (ii) intercultural appreciation and (iii) online interaction convention.
A. Text chat transcripts
One of the language learning skills is the evidence of negotiation of meaning. According to the Interactionist approach, the occurrences of clarification request and comprehension checks which are the elements in negotiation of meaning may indicate students' awareness of their current language knowledge gap [15] . The following are examples of dialogues illustrating the occurrences of negotiation of meaning: Table I shows the instances of clarification request during the online text chat, while Table 2 indicates comprehension check. Table I shows an example of seeking for clarification by the student from Japan (J1). He clearly indicated in turn 4 that further explanation was needed "hmmm can you explain?". M1 then reinstated his sentence in turn 1 "…I want to design fashion" to "I mean if possible I want to be a fashion designer…" in turn 5. It led to J1 understanding as indicated in turn 6 in which he repeated "…fashion designer…". As evident in Table I , besides the opportunity for both students negotiating the meaning with each other in their L2/ FL, the chance to expand the knowledge about what constitutes each other's program of study, i.e. engineering and liberal arts, was also observed. This condition encouraged both students to actively engage in the interaction.
Another example of the occurrences of negotiation of meaning during the interaction is highlighted in Table II . It is an example of comprehension checks during the synchronous CMC between the students. As demonstrated in Table II , in turn 2, the student from Japan (J2) was not sure of what the student from Malaysia (M2) meant. Therefore, M2 rephrased his statement and checked J2 comprehension of his newly rephrased sentence in turn 3. J2 confirmed his understanding of the message in turn 4.
As indicated earlier, the medium of communication of the Malaysian and Japanese students in this project was synchronous CMC in which three modalities are of its component: (1) text chat (2) text chat and audio (3) text chat, audio and video. In the beginning of the project, it was expected that the students might be using only audio and video. However, it turned out that the students made equal use of text chat function in resolving miscommunication. This is depicted in Table III.   TABLE III. TEXT CHAT TO COMPLEMENT AUDIO VIDEO IINTERACTION The example in Table III shows the difficulty faced by the Japanese student (J3) in understanding what the Malaysian (M3) student was trying to convey. J3 seek for clarification by asking M3 to type what he meant in turn 6. M3 responded by typing the word in turn 7. Interestingly, as J3 looked at the typed word, he understood what M3 meant but repeated the word in different pronunciation in turn 8. Nevertheless, the laughter by both students in turn 8 and turn 9 indicated the message was delivered. One of the challenges faced by NNS during interaction is the pronunciation. Therefore, the text chat affords speakers a form of assistance during interaction as seen in Table III . Previous studies have also highlighted beneficial effect of text chat in second language learning [16] .
The findings of the current project also revealed occurrences of intercultural appreciation of each other. One of these is shown in Table IV as the two students were discussing ethics at work. The Japanese student (J4) in turn 3, Table IV introduced a principle in doing business in Japan. The Malaysian student (M4) was amazed by the principle he newly learnt about and requested for details from J4 as depicted in turn 6. Having to learn about others' culture may enhance one's own intercultural competence, a skill required at workplace. This is particularly important because the Malaysian students in the project were engineering undergraduates who might end up being employed at multinational company after graduation.
Other than the examples of findings from the synchronous CMC reported earlier, feedback gauged from the open-ended questionnaire as shown in Fig. 2 is indicative of positive acceptance of this kind of activity. 
B. Interview
On the other hand, the findings from the interview and open-ended questionnaire have also uncovered some challenges as described in the following:
1) Technical challenge
• "I can't reach may partner easily -internet access problem".
[sic]
• "The video streaming wasn't very smooth and the audio couldn't be heard clearly, making the situating a bit hard for us to understand".
• "Sometimes, after a few minutes we have to reconnect again and again… problem with the internet or skype, I don't know?" [sic]
2) Task performance
• "After past a few minutes, he cannot focus to our task and he started to ask me something that are not related to the task".
• "Very hard to get proper feedback since she'll copy and paste most of the conversation".
• "Prolonging the session would be a welcome as well, 1 hour feels a bit short for an online conversation and I hope for a longer session next time".
3) Language and culture
• "Sometimes his cannot understand what I mean and ask him".
• "He does not know about the topic to discuss because his vocabulary is little, I think! Too difficult to me to explain all things".
• "I think we have different pronunciation, luckily we can type the words to confirm".
• "I never talk to people not from Japan, so I am shy".
• "I want to know more about Malaysia but I don't know what questions ok to ask".
Overall, the findings indicate favourable indication of employing online collaboration as one of the activities in the syllabus. The data revealed various instances of negotiations of meaning, indications of language and cultural accommodation as well as evidences of linguistics and intercultural communication awareness during the online interaction between the students from both countries. This form of activity may enhance learners' communication skills as desired by the engineering accreditation bodies [1] . Meanwhile, the challenges that the students pointed out should be the basis for the improvement and they need to be sorted out prior to continuing with the next project.
V. FUTURE DIRECTION AND CONCLUSION
It is worthwhile to highlight an interesting element in the current study in that the online interaction between the learners proves the benefits of such interaction that may transcend several boundaries, for example one's academic background i.e. the engineering and liberal arts fields, learners' intercultural system and different mother tongues. Nonetheless, the findings reported in this paper are preliminary findings of one of the activities in this small scale study. The data for the current project was gathered from two synchronous CMC sessions in which each session lasted for approximately two hours. Thus, the findings are the effect of the performance of the learners within a short period of time. Hence, future study may consider the duration of the tasks or activities performed by the students to be prolonged to at least a semester for the analyses of the developmental effect of the NNS/NNS synchronous CMC on L2/ FL learning and intercultural communication skills to be more conclusive. Future research may also include the involvement of the industry players from other countries, widening the opportunities for the students to engage in discussion with them via synchronous CMC. Finally, it would also be fruitful for the students to be exposed to working in a small team rather than only in pairs as in the current study. By giving the chance for the students to work in a team via CMC, it may encourage the attitudes of team dynamics promoting a more successful collaboration among the members in real life tasks. Such is an essential element at workplace which typically demand the workers to complete various projects collaboratively.
To conclude, regardless the students programs of studyeither engineering or liberal arts -the outcomes of the current project point to the direction that the online interaction between the NNS/NNS at tertiary education does not only assist learners in practicing their second and/ or foreign language skills, but it also helps in enhancing the learners' intercultural competence. Exposure to different culture and values may promote effective communication by enhancing perspective taking as evident in the interaction between the participants in the current project. As a result of positive responses from the students and also the academics involved in the project, further international collaboration and academic engagement between the two institutions are heading forward.
